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Goals for Harvard Square Subdistricts ï DRAFT ï May 19, 2018 

The 1986 Development Guidelines, developed for the Harvard Square Overlay District, 

divided the Overlay District into six subdistricts based on architectural characteristics, historical 

development patterns, and modern usage trends. This method has proven to be a useful portion 

of the Development Guidelines and in 2000 the study committee agreed that revised and updated 

subdistrict descriptions and goals should be included as part of the guidelines for a Harvard 

Square conservation district and for continued use in administering the Overlay District.  

Because Harvard Square is such a diverse environment, defining the context of subdis-

tricts is important both in developing long-range planning goals and in making determinations of 

appropriateness for alterations to the physical environment. The six subdistricts are: 

 A. Harvard Square/Massachusetts Avenue 

 B.  Bow Street and Arrow Street/Putnam Square 

 C. The Gold Coast 

 D. Winthrop Square/JFK Street 

 E. Brattle Square and Eliot Square 

 F. Church and Palmer streets, Story Street, and the Brattle Arcade 

Subdistricts do not have precise boundaries, as the characteristics of neighboring subdis-

tricts tend to overlap. In considering some sites, the guidelines for more than one subdistrict 

should be considered together and weighed according to the individual needs of the site. 

A description of the unique qualities of each subdistrict and specific goals for each fol-

lows. The description is organized with a historical and physical description, followed by a fo-

cused discussion on the treatment of public spaces and private sites. A site map accompanies 

each description. Specific goals for each subdistrict have been identified to help boards and ap-

plicants apply the general goals and guidelines of the larger district to the special needs and cir-

cumstances of a particular site. Revisions to this document include updating the discussions of 

private development sites, summarizing recent discussions for improvements of public spaces, 

expanding the discussion of site and architectural history, and reinforcing the recommendations 

for preservation of significant structures. 

For a more detailed historical background, reference should also be made to the Cam-

bridge Historical Commissionôs recent publication, Building Old Cambridge: Architecture and 

Development, which was published in 2016.  
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Subdistrict A:  Harvard Square/Massachusetts Avenue 

 

Historical and Physical Description 

This subdistrict includes the center of Harvard Square and the south side of Massachu-

setts Avenue from Church Street to Quincy Square. The area marks the intersection of town and 

college with Harvard Yard on the north side of Massachusetts Avenue and mixed-use commer-

cial, office, and residential structures on the south side. The strong presence of the kiosk and the 

MBTA subway station reflect Harvard Square's long history as a transportation hub. In the early 

years of the Newtowne (later Cambridge) settlement, the area was an open space on the north 

end of the grid-patterned town, south of the Burial Ground, and adjacent to the highway to Lex-

ington and Concord. By 1790, structures built in this area began to orient themselves toward the 

Yard. Development in Harvard Square has always been for mixed uses. Residences, college 

buildings, several meetinghouses, two courthouses, and a market building were constructed 

around the Square in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. 

Three- to five-story structures built out to the sidewalk predominate the south and west 

sides of Massachusetts Avenue near Harvard Square. The historic structures facing the south and 
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west sides of the Square itself include College House (1832-70), the Harvard Cooperative Soci-

ety (1924), the Abbot Building (1909), the Read Block (1796-1896), and the Cambridge Savings 

Bank (1923). Certain mid-twentieth-century structures, such as Holyoke Center (1962-66) and 

the Bank of America Bank (Harvard Trust Company) façade (1956), have attained their own ar-

chitectural significance. (Although the architectural significance of Holyoke Center is acknowl-

edged, another development of its size in the Square would be disastrous.) East of Holyoke Cen-

ter, Massachusetts Avenue presents a practically continuous frontage of significant buildings, in-

cluding William Hilliardôs Bookstore (1827), the Porcellian Club (1890), Fairfax Hall (1869-84), 

the AD Club (1899), and Hampden Hall (1902). Apart from several Harvard clubs and former 

private dormitories, side streets contain such significant buildings as the former Cambridge Sav-

ings Bank on Dunster Street (1897), a former student boarding house at 5-7 Linden Streets 

(1839-90), and several small shops on Holyoke Street. The latter include a remodeled Stick Style 

house of 1846 (20), a particularly fine one-story cast stone store at 8-10, a Mid-Century Modern 

store at 22 (1956), and a one-story taxpayer at 24 (1963). This motley assortment of small build-

ings poses significant problems for preservation, but supports two restaurants, a clothier, and a 

hairdresser. Preservation efforts in this subdistrict should focus on the retention of the small re-

tail storefronts that add vitality to the streetscape. 

Public Spaces  

All publicly-accessible open spaces on private and public properties should be preserved. 

The public space in the center of Harvard Square should be well maintained for the general en-

joyment and safety of its pedestrian users. The materials and design of the public spaces in Har-

vard Square and Brattle Square were constructed in conjunction with the extension of the Red 

Line, and while they were a significant advance in the early 1980s they are now in part obsolete 

or deteriorated. The Community Development Department is now leading a planning process to 

renew the plaza and the kiosk, a designated landmark. Preservation guidelines for the kiosk in-

clude restoration of the roof and masonry elements and guidance for adaptive reuse. 

When the Harvard Square Conservation District was being planned in the late 1990s a 

long-range plan, called "Polishing the Trophy," for public and private sidewalk, crosswalk, and 

lighting improvements throughout the Square had recently been funded by a combination of pub-

lic and private resources. The study recorded existing conditions and made recommendations for 

improvements in most of the subdistricts, except Bow Street and Arrow Street/Putnam Square 
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and part of the Gold Coast. The improvements in the Harvard Square/Massachusetts Avenue 

subdistrict proposed by this study included sidewalk replacement in front of the Read Block and 

College House, a new crosswalk in front of Holyoke Center, and lighting improvements to Cam-

bridge Savings Bank, Holyoke Center, and the Omphalos statue near the news kiosk.  Most of 

these improvements have been made 

Private Sites 

Two late 20th century projects were evidence of the development potential of this subdis-

trict. In 1983 significant two mixed-use buildings of 1884 and 1889, one a brick private dormi-

tory, were replaced by 1274-1290 Massachusetts Avenue. The architects of this building used 

red brick and granite trim in an attempt to be contextual, to mixed reviews. In 1994 the Cam-

bridge Savings Bank proposed a mid-rise building at the corner of Massachusetts Avenue and 

Kennedy Street. After several years of intense controversy the Historical Commission agreed 

that preservation of the remaining wood frame buildings in the Square was a desirable preserva-

tion goal. The rehabilitation of the Read Block included restoration of the 1896 facade, renova-

tion of the forward portions of the original structures, and construction of a new 3-story structure 

at the rear. The renovated space accommodates both retail and office uses.  

Rehabilitation of existing structures should be carefully considered as a first alternative 

by developers. Historical photographs can often be valuable references during the design of fa-

cade restoration or rehabilitation projects. Investigation of the collections of the Historical Com-

mission is a good starting point for this kind of historical research. 

Retention of the small-scale retail environment, with narrow storefronts and interesting 

signs should be encouraged in this subdistrict. Careful attention should be paid to materials, 

storefront design, and signage in this area. The individually-protected 1907 Art Nouveau store-

front at 1304 Massachusetts Avenue by Coolidge and Carlson is an example of exceptional store-

front design. The unique lines, transparency, and high-quality materials of this storefront can be 

used as an example of a creative, contemporary approach to retail design in the district. Not 

every new storefront design in the Square can or should aim to be this unique, but it demon-

strates the timelessness of an exceptional design. 
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Subdistrict B:  Bow Street and Arrow Street/Putnam Square 

 

Historical and Physical Description 

This subdistrict includes the properties along Bow Street, Arrow Street, and along the 

converging lines of Massachusetts Avenue and Mount Auburn Street, including Putnam Square. 

It is the easternmost edge of the Harvard Square Overlay District. Putnam Square and the eastern 

portions of Massachusetts Avenue and Mount Auburn Street are not included within the bounda-

ries of the Harvard Square Conservation District. 

Buildings in this area include small residences, light industry, and churches. Though the 

industries are no longer active, the former Reversible Collar factory at 8-20 Arrow Street and 21-

27 Mount Auburn Street is still a dynamic structure in this subdistrict. It was adaptively re-used 

for retail and office space in the late 1960s and was renovated through the federal tax act pro-

gram in the mid-1980s. Putnam Square (which is in the Overlay District, but not in the Conserva-

tion District, became an office district in the 1970s. The Sundance Residences at 1075 Massa-

chusetts Avenue (2011) required Historical Commission sign-off of a demolition permit for a 

one-story retail block and Planning Board approval of a Special Permit.  
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The highest structures in this subdistrict are the campanile of St. Paul's Catholic Church, 

the stone spire of the Old Cambridge Baptist Church, and the residential building at 1105 Massa-

chusetts Avenue. The locations of these towers correspond with the triangular boundaries of this 

subdistrict. The careful siting of the Old Cambridge Baptist Church at the intersection of Massa-

chusetts Avenue and Harvard Street allowed for the spire to be seen from several different view-

points, thus making it a prominent landmark in historic and contemporary photographs until the 

construction of the former Inn at Harvard in 1990. Preservation of important sightlines should be 

considered here and elsewhere in the district.  

The subdistrict contains two significant former private dormitories associated themati-

cally with the Gold Coast, the flatiron building at 1218 Massachusetts Avenue (1891) and Brent-

ford Hall at 1137 (1899). The massive Longfellow Court apartments (1916) at 1200, which origi-

nally had 89 units, is characteristic of the large apartment houses that followed completion of the 

subway in 1912. The small houses and stores that remain along the avenue vary in importance; 

the most significant are the wood row at 1156-66 (1858) and the brick row at 1130-34 (1869). 

Bow Street contains another structure associated with a private dormitory, the former 

Quincy Square Garage (1906). The Cambridge Historical Commission granted a Certificate of 

Appropriateness for a two story addition in 2001, when it was converted to offices. At 5 Bow the 

former Bicycle Exchange building of 1901 was converted to an office building and clinic in 

1993. Across the street, the Café Pamplona occupies an 1829 structure that was built as a store 

on Brattle Street and moved to this location in 1868. A Mansard roofed former student boarding 

house at 9 Bow (1885) is now a Harvard office building. The former residence and garage at 

1131 Massachusetts Avenue (1893) on the corner of Remington Street was replaced with a rep-

lica that the Cambridge Historical Commission granted a Certificate of Appropriateness in 2007. 

The wildly heterogeneous nature of these blocks contributes to the rich urban fabric of the sub-

district. 

The transition from Massachusetts Avenue to the smaller scale of the residential River-

side neighborhood is evident along Mount Auburn Street. This transition of mass, scale, and use 

complicated discussions for the development of the Zero Arrow Street site in the 1980s and ô90s. 

The Harvard Square Advisory Committee worked with the developer, Gunwyn Company, 

through several designs and over a number of years to try to address the special needs of this site. 
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The remaining wood frame houses on the north side of Mt. Auburn (one of which was moved 

from the Gunwyn site) and along Mt. Auburn Street are significant survivors. 

Public Spaces 

The largest public space in this subdistrict is Quincy Square, which was redesigned and 

landscaped in 1997. The project's purpose was to enhance the area for pedestrians while main-

taining vehicular access to all of the streets. The prominent location of the park also provided the 

designers the opportunity to create an attractive gateway to Harvard Square and Harvard Yard. 

This project was a particularly-successful collaboration between a landscape architect (The Hal-

vorson Company) and an artist (David Phillips). The Quincy Square Design Review Committee 

reviewed the design during a long, and often contentious, community process. The design in-

cluded plantings of trees, shrubs, perennials, ground covers, and grasses along with stone walls, 

boulders and sculptures. Sidewalk improvements on the surrounding streets were also part of the 

total design concept.  

Putnam Square, a very busy traffic intersection, did not contain many amenities for the 

pedestrian until 1998. The small island with a memorial plaque that is located in the middle of 

Putnam Square benefited from a new landscaping plan that uses grasses and other landscaping 

elements to make it a much more pleasant place.  

The tip of land at the corner of Arrow Street and Massachusetts Avenue was landscaped 

by the city in 1991 after an unsuccessful attempt by the abutting restaurant to privatize the use of 

the land. 

Private Sites 

The major development sites identified in the 1986 guidelines have since been developed. 

The former Inn at Harvard filled in the former Gulf gasoline station site and Zero Arrow Street 

was completed in 2004. The historically and architecturally significant 1906 garage concrete gar-

age building at 1230 Massachusetts Avenue has been redeveloped with two new stories above a 

restored original facade.  

The Old Cambridge Baptist Church spire and St. Paul's Catholic Church bell tower are 

important visual landmarks that should be respected by any new development. The development 

potential at St. Paul's Church was largely eliminated in the late 1980s, with the construction of a 

new choir school building. 
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Development or adaptive re-use proposals should recognize and be sensitive to the fact 

that a transition from commercial to residential uses occurs in this subdistrict.  

A transition of building materials and scale is also evident at the intersection of Massa-

chusetts Avenue and Bow Street. The rare grouping of six small-scale frame and brick buildings 

at that intersection represents a 140-year span of residential and commercial building construc-

tion in Harvard Square. The earliest buildings in the cluster, 12 Bow Street (1829) and 1208 

Massachusetts Avenue (1842) are examples of residential buildings that were later converted to 

commercial uses.  

Denser development should be confined to Putnam Square. The quiet, residential charac-

ter along Mount Auburn Street should be maintained, and the wood-frame structures there should 

be preserved. 

Restoration and/or renovation potential exists in this subdistrict. Prime candidates include 

the Hong Kong restaurant at 1234-1238 Massachusetts Avenue, Longfellow Court at 1200 Mas-

sachusetts Avenue, and the frame and brick rows at 1156-1166 and 1168-1174 Massachusetts 

Avenue. 
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Subdistrict C:  The Gold Coast 

 

 

Historical and Physical Description 

The core of this subdistrict is Mt. Auburn Street from DeWolfe Street to Winthrop Park, 

although elements of the Gold Coast can be found on the side streets and as far away as Massa-

chusetts Avenue. The name of the area reflects the affluent students for whom many private lux-

ury dormitories and undergraduate clubs were constructed during the last quarter of the nine-

teenth century. The quality of the buildings' designs and materials matched the means of the pri-

vate investors and their wealthy occupants, making the Gold Coast an area as rich in architectural 

merit as it was in assets.  

The Gold Coast coalesced here in the 1880s and thrived until Harvard began requiring 

students to live in college housing in 1914. Many of the private dormitories were converted to 

apartments in the 1920s, but Claverly (1892), Randolph (1897), and Westmorly (1898) halls, 

plus the East Apthorp house (1760) and one building built by the university, Russell Hall (1931), 

now comprise Harvard's Adams House. Similar buildings, such as Ridgely Hall (1904, 65 Mt. 


